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Teenagers—with their energy, ideas and willingness to contribute—are a rich source of
potential volunteers. Teens bring talents and networks to enrich programs that
complement their adult counterparts. With increased emphasis in schools on service-
learning and senior projects, and a desire for a history of community work for college
applications or resumes, more teens are actively seeking meaningful ways to lend their
time to issues that are important to them.

This is the first in a two-part Training Designs series that offers tips and insights to
successfully train teenage volunteers. This article gives ideas for how to prepare young
people for their volunteer roles, drawing from the successful 4-H Youth Experiences in
Science (YES) Project to illustrate key points. In the next issue of Training Designs, we’ll
present Part Two and explore steps to prepare the adults in your program to work
successfully with teenagers.

The YES Project

Funded through the National Science Foundation, the University of California
4-H Youth Development Program developed the Youth Experiences in
Science Project (YES) [4] to engage and enthuse elementary school-aged
students in science. 

In the YES Project, 1st - 3rd graders participate in weekly after-school sessions
where such diverse objects as snails, bubbles, and worms provide the basis
for observation, comparison, and organization—all components of the
science process.

We designed the YES Project specifically with teenage leadership in mind. It embraces a teens-as-
teachers model where young people, coached by an adult, deliver programs to younger children. In
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Sacramento, CA., the YES Project has taken place for 20 years and typically serves as many as 200
children each semester. We actively recruit high-school aged youth (15- to 18-year-olds), but have
found that, depending on the teens and the adult coach, younger teens (13- to 14-years-old) can be
effective teachers, too.

Working with Teenagers
How does training teenagers differ from training adults? Actually, best practices in training apply
across the board—and across ages. Training should be engaging, relevant, well-planned, and value
the time of attendees. Participants should leave understanding expectations, responsibilites, and how
to fulfill them. However, teenagers differ developmentally from adults: their life experience is limited;
they are drawn to being and working with their peers; they have less control over decisions that affect
them; they have energy; and they have parents. Keeping these things in mind will help your create or
modify trainings that will lead to successful teen volunteer experiences that benefit your program.

The 4-H YES Project
The YES project contains seven units, each with five to six sessions; we ask the teens to commit to
the program for a semester (fall or spring). YES training is 10 hours, after which YES teams are
assigned to an after-school program site. Team members leave training with curriculum, an
understanding of their job and how to perform it, and a kit with all the supplies they’ll need to lead
the first unit they’ll teach. Periodic meetings bring teams together for discussion and shared learning
as they process their experiences. A video of the 4-H YES Project is available at
http://stream.ucanr.org/4h/4hyes.html [5].

Initial Training

Whether a teen or an adult, a volunteer’s first substantial interaction with an
organization is usually in training to prepare for a volunteer role. As with
adult volunteers, it’s as important to make a good first impression as to
offer practical content. Here are some promising practices to include:

Consider Logistics of Time and Place

Most teenagers are very busy with school, family,  and other commitments,
and their first responsibility should always be to their studies. That said,
being busy or not being able to drive does not excuse anyone from missing
training. Hold teens to the same standards as you would adult
volunteers—no more, no less. Consider where to host the training and what
time frame would work best for students.

In our YES program in California, the 10-hour YES training takes place on a Friday evening (6 pm to 9
pm) and most of the following Saturday (8:30 am to 3:30 pm). This time frame minimizes conflict with
homework and maximizes time for interactive learning. If your training is not held at the site where
teens will serve, you may consider arranging transportation to get young volunteers to training
sessions.     

Create a Safe and Welcoming Environment

Help young volunteers feel as though they are welcome and belong. This may well be their first
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volunteer experience, so let them know they are valued from the start. If possible, have name tags
pre-made (so they know you’re expecting them), and greet them warmly. Include icebreaker
exercises that allow the volunteers to get to know one another and build trust.

Remember, peers have a special significance in adolescence. If your training includes both teenagers
and adults, encourage interaction across ages. Select icebreakers that allow individuals to see
similarities in people they may not initially identify with. In our YES Project training, we view adult
coaches and teen teachers as equals in every way; though they have different roles on their teams,
no one is more important than another.

Include Information Teens Need to Be Successful

When you’re new in any job, you need to start with the basics. You will need to introduce teenagers
to: your program (its goals and philosophy); their specific roles and responsibilities; and what they can
expect from the experience. They should, of course, have a position description. You can download
our Teen Teacher Job Description [6] as a sample.

Teens, as do all volunteers, will then also need a deeper understanding of specific knowledge to do
their job. For example, our YES training on Friday night includes activities that explore the age
characteristics of 5- to 8-year-olds, and a basic understanding of what inquiry-based science looks
like.

Make Training Interactive

No one of any age wants to sit through a lecture. The Experiential Learning
Model (Kolb, 1984) promotes a do→reflect→apply approach, one where the
learner builds understanding through an experience that they share, reflect
upon, apply, and generalize. When training teens, create activities that get
participants moving, interacting, and thinking.

For example, when we teach about age characteristics of young children,
YES teens work in teams to plan and present skits that represent mental,
physical, social, or emotional characteristics of 5- to 8-year-olds. We discuss
the characteristics depicted in each skit, then allow participants to think of
what the implications might be for them as teachers.

Empower Experienced Teens as Co-trainers

It’s one thing to receive training from an adult (whom teens typically expect at the front of the room)
and another to see your peers facilitating a workshop. We invite experienced teen volunteers – who
have been especially successful in delivering YES at their sites – to be part of the training team.
Ideally, they meet ahead of time with the adult trainers to discuss roles and content for the training.
These teen co-trainers prepare and lead a model YES lesson for the new teens to experience, allowing
trainees to see “themselves” in the teen teacher role. Throughout the day, they also answer many
teen questions with an authority adults simply don’t have. This is also a form of recognition for the
experienced YES teens.

Allow Teens to Practice

There is no better teacher than experience. Teenagers bring less life-experience to their roles, and
allowing them to practice what is expected from them in the field builds understanding, skill, and
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confidence. It's also important to build in time for teens to role play. In the YES Project, teens see a
demonstration of a model lesson and are then have time to prepare their own science lesson. The
teams then spend the majority of the day on Saturday delivering their lessons to the whole group,
giving everyone the chance to experience lessons that will be presented at their afterschool sites and
to discuss their reactions.

Invite Adults Who Will Supervise and Support the Teens

Teens need, and usually welcome, adult support. Youth-adult partnership is tricky, as most
relationships teens have with adults (teachers, parents, coaches, etc.) are couched in power
relationships. In most situations, adults have authority over youth; both sides may not be used to
working as partners toward a common goal. Positive youth-adult relationships begin by bringing the
adults who will work with the teens into training. The relationship begins here where individuals can
meet each other, learn about responsibilities together, and talk about logistics that may be important
to their work. Adult YES coaches work side-by-side with their teen teams throughout the training.
They fill the coach role from the start, as they ask guiding questions while  teens prepare their
presentation, then debrief with the team after they’ve delivered it during the training session.

Ongoing Training and Support
Once the initial training is complete and you’ve successfully launched teens in their volunteer jobs,
they will need continued follow-up and support. Teenagers are less likely to approach an adult
supervisor to communicate when there are problems or they need assistance. Or sometimes teens
are just not aware of when something is not going well. Continued communication and coaching are
important to the quality of the volunteer experience, both for your program and for the teens.

Strive to create a community of practice. Successful programs that utilize young volunteers provide
regular, on-going training throughout the experience. They include opportunities for youth to share
and reflect with others and deepen their understanding of their job and themselves. Once the initial
YES training concludes, teen teachers and their adult coaches continue to meet every four to six
weeks for an evening of pizza and debriefing, logistic management and problem solving, questions
and celebration. Team members share insights with other teams as the YES units and science kits are
rotated. Your program will be a place where teens hone important life skills like time management,
teamwork, communication and organizing. Teens value opportunities to learn and grow in these
areas. Help it to happen for them.

Relationship, relationship, relationship! All YES teams have an adult coach, but we have found not all
coaches are created equal! We’ve discovered most successful YES teams have adults who provide
ongoing support such as:  debriefing with teens after they’ve taught their lesson to the young
students; assuring that the teens are meeting to plan and that they have the supplies they need; and
checking in with teens when they miss a session. Like volunteers of any age, teens benefit from
guidance, encouragement, and praise. But teenagers may need more coaching in both their volunteer
role and also in what it means to make and keep a volunteer commitment. They also need practical
support for things like transportation or material purchases. We’ve learned that YES teens who
connect with each other and their coaches have a better experience are more likely to choose to
continue in their volunteer role, sometimes for years to come.

Conclusion
If you’ve never worked with teenage volunteers, you may feel uncertain about training young people
for positions in your organization. After all, stereotypes of teens may feed perceptions of



irresponsibility, and adults are sometimes intimidated by teens, especially groups of teenagers. But
we believe that even though teens are young and have limited experience, they have a great deal to
offer. Once you’ve formed a successful connection and teens settle into their roles (and their
relationships with you), we think you’ll find their perception, energy, and spirit a welcome addition to
your team…and their talents and skills a benefit to your mission.

In the next Training Designs: Part Two: How to prepare the adults in your program to work
successfully with teenagers.
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